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Loren Rieseberg was born in 
Alberta, Canada, in 1961. But 
before he was able to fully 
develop his skills as a hockey 
player, his family moved to that 
great country immediately to 
the south, where he completed 
his education and accepted his 
first academic position. Loren 
finally returned to the mother 
ship in 2006, when he accepted a 
Canada Research Chair in Plant 
Evolutionary Genomics at the 
University of British Columbia. 
He retains a joint appointment 
as a Distinguished Professor 
at Indiana University in the 
USA. Loren studies one of the 
most fundamental questions in 
biology: how do new species 
arise? His work in this area has 
been recognized by MacArthur 
and Guggenheim Fellowships 
and election to the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences. 
He also has served as President 
of the American Genetics 
Association.
What turned you on to biology 
in the first place? I had a 
culturally deprived childhood. 
We lived in the country and did 
not have a television or receive 
a newspaper. What we did have 
was an abundance of nature. 
Thus, I came to know the names 
and habits of plants and animals, 
while remaining completely 
ignorant of popular culture. To 
this day, I am hopeless at Trivial 
Pursuit because of difficulties with 
the ‘Entertainment’ category of 
questions.
My first inkling that knowledge 
of nature might be useful was 
on a Wilderness Survival Course 
in British Columbia when I was 
ten years old. We were expected 
to glean a substantial fraction 
of our food from nature, and I 
ate well that week. This interest 
in plants was encouraged by 
my high school biology teacher 
Vernon McNeilus — an orthopedic 
surgeon who preferred teaching 
high school students over 
practising medicine — who took me on field trips with botanists 
from the University of Tennessee. 
It was these field trips, particularly 
when accompanied by the 
charismatic champion of mosses, 
Jack Sharp (who charmed me by 
eating poison ivy), that hooked me 
on biology. 
Why did you choose to study 
evolution? I attended a small 
religious college in Tennessee, 
the Southern College of 
Seventh- Day Adventists. As the 
name implies, the college was 
operated by the Seventh- Day 
Adventist Church, which holds 
to a literal interpretation of 
the Bible. Although there were 
no Evolution classes per se, 
evolutionary nuggets were slipped 
into the curricula through courses 
titled, ‘Speciation’, and ‘Issues 
in Science and Religion’. Thus, 
evolution represented ‘forbidden 
fruit’, which, of course, I had to 
sample. I subsequently fell in 
love with both the explanatory 
power of evolutionary theory and 
the intellectual challenge of a 
historical science.
Do you have a favourite paper? 
Yes: my favorite paper is a 
review by Charley Heiser entitled 
Introgression Re-examined 
(Botanical Review 39, 347–365). 
Heiser provides a thorough, 
dispassionate, and exquisitely 
written critique of the hypothesis 
that interspecific gene transfer 
has contributed importantly to 
evolution. I particularly liked his 
conclusion: “It [introgression] 
may play a very significant role; 
but it must be admitted, there 
is as yet no strong evidence to 
support such a claim.” I spent the 
early part of my career trying to 
establish such evidence.
Do you have any scientific 
heroes? One of the most 
rewarding aspects of science is 
that often your heroes are also 
your friends. I have a long list of 
heroes (and friends), including 
my Indiana University colleagues 
Charley Heiser (hero of sunflower 
evolution), Jeff Palmer (pioneer 
in plant molecular evolution and 
ridiculously over-talented, which 
makes it unfair for the rest of us), 
and my UBC colleague, Sally Otto (the smartest person on 
earth).
What has been your biggest 
mistake in research? Well…there 
was a spelling error in one of 
my early papers. I can’t think 
of anything else (just kidding), 
although in the winter of 1985, 
I attempted to isolate DNA from 
17–20 million year-old leaves 
from the Clarkia fossil beds in 
Idaho, USA. My effort failed, 
mainly because the polymerase 
chain reaction (PCR) was not yet 
available. I was therefore mortified 
to see the publication of DNA 
sequence from Clarkia fossils just 
three years later, as I had hoped 
to try again with PCR. 
For many years, I kicked myself 
for this missed opportunity, but 
there may be a silver-lining. 
Scientists now place the upper 
limit of DNA survival at 2.5 million 
years. If so, the fossil-sequence 
data might be PCR-contaminants, 
and my ‘biggest mistake’ may 
have been fortuitous.
What is the best advice you’ve 
been given? E.O. Wilson’s 
brief essay on Scientists, 
Scholars, Knaves and Fools 
(American Scientist, winter, 
1998) offers exceptional advice 
to both aspiring and established 
scientists. I was most influenced 
by Wilson’s encouragement to 
“steer for blue water, abandoning 
sight of land for a while”. Most 
scientists, he goes on to argue, 
“hug the shore” and their work is 
quickly forgotten. 
To Ph.D. students, Wilson 
counsels that: “The work of real 
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conservationists working in 
Africa and elsewhere with online 
access to information of vital 
importance to botanical training, 
research and conservation 
work throughout the continent. 
Many specimens will now for 
the first time be accessible to 
researchers in Africa, increasing 
their ability to identify, monitor 
and manage native species.
Core data consist of 
high- resolution images of African 
type specimens. These reference 
specimens are essential 
in classifying and naming 
organisms, which is fundamental 
to all other species- level 
research and conservation 
work. Aluka holds over 250,000 
specimen records from partner 
herbaria, including more than 
66,000 from Britain’s collection 
at the Royal Botanic Gardens, 
Kew. In the past, experts have 
only been able to access these 
invaluable type specimens by 
visiting herbaria around the 
world, often too expensive for 
many African botanists.
In addition to the type 
specimens, Aluka brings 
together invaluable additional 
reference material relating 
to African plants including 
photographs, line drawings, 
watercolour illustrations, 
oil paintings and extensive 
plant- related literature. 
Together, these materials 
Newly woven
A wealth of information 
on African plants became 
available online this month with 
the launch of an innovative 
new project, called Aluka  
(www.aluka.org), an 
international not-for-profit 
organization collaborating with 
institutions and individuals 
around the world to produce a 
digital library of resources from 
and about Africa.
The continent presents 
an astonishing diversity 
of climate and habitat 
conditions, and an enormous 
array of species adapted to 
challenging conditions, but 
local researchers are hampered 
by a lack of resources and 
information.
But within Aluka, a Zulu 
word meaning ‘weave’, is the 
African Plants Initiative (API), 
an online project to provide 
access to an extensive library 
of African plant research 
material, including scientific 
and historical data as well as 
photographs and illustrations, 
brought together for the first 
time in a single resource.
The API was developed by 
more than 20 participating 
countries, including the US and 
others from Africa and Europe, 
and will provide botanists and 
Historic: A baobab tree, painted in 1859, on the banks of a tributary of the Zambesi 
river, now accessible at the API. (Picture: RBG Kew.)science is hard and often for 
long intervals frustrating. Most 
experiments… are tedious and 
consume large amounts of time, 
only to yield negative or (worse!) 
ambiguous results.” However, 
he also comments on the thrill of 
discovery; there is “no drug more 
addictive”.
My advice to an aspiring 
scientist would be similar: be 
aware that science is a demanding 
mistress, but also an extremely 
fulfilling one. Perhaps less known 
are the emotional highs and lows 
experienced by scientists. Our 
grants and papers are constantly 
scrutinized by our peers, who are 
among the most critical people on 
earth. For example, I had a project 
judged as “top-flight” and “highly 
creative” by one reviewer, and 
“tragically misguided” by another. 
While we are advised not to take 
criticism of our work personally, 
in my experience, this is not 
possible.
What do you think is the biggest 
challenge to the scientific 
community over the next 
century? During the past decade, 
biologists have been inundated 
by a tidal wave of information 
about the genetic changes that 
have accumulated over the course 
of evolution. The challenge of 
the next century will be to link 
these changes to the diversity 
of phenotypes seen in nature 
and to the evolutionary forces 
responsible for this diversification. 
Such linkages are required for 
a more explanatory theory of 
evolution, with implications for 
all branches of the life sciences, 
from agriculture to ecology to 
medicine.
In addition to this fundamental 
science challenge, science will 
play a key role in developing a 
sustainable society. We must find 
ways to sustainably support a 
population that has squandered 
the Earth’s resources, degraded 
agricultural land, disrupted 
ecosystem services, and 
extirpated many of the plants and 
animals that enrich our lives.
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